Dexamethasone for the treatment of depression: a preliminary report.
This preliminary uncontrolled trial of intravenous dexamethasone addresses the question of the utility of a glucocorticoid for the treatment of depression. Patients with a DSM-III-R (SCID confirmed) diagnosis of major depression or bipolar disorder, depressed type, and a Hamilton Rating Scale for Depression (HAM-D) score of greater than or equal to 20 were selected. Baseline HAM-D scores were compared with scores within 10 days after intravenous infusion of dexamethasone; data were analyzed by t tests. Control subjects (no psychiatric illness and HAM-D scores less than 5) were given intravenous dexamethasone to test for its mood-altering effect. The mean HAM-D scores in 16 depressed subjects 10 days after intravenous dexamethasone dropped by 56% (p less than .0001), and 75% of the patients experienced a greater than 50% reduction in HAM-D scores. Additionally, 6 nonpsychiatric, nondepressed control subjects were given intravenous dexamethasone and found to have no changes in mental status examination. Intravenous dexamethasone may be an effective treatment for depressive illnesses. Because this was an uncontrolled, unblinded trial, further studies need to be done in nonpsychiatric and psychiatric controls to ascertain the validity of this finding.